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Abstract 
 
This paper aims to look at the problem Japanese EFL students have with making natural and 
accurate English collocations. For reasons of brevity and focus only verb-noun and adjective-
noun collocations will be highlighted. There are several linguistic reasons why making these 
collocations may be a problem which will be investigated in more detail. These reasons include, 
but are not limited to, problems of L1 interference, school curriculum design, and the nature of 
collocations themselves. Through looking at the problem that Japanese EFL students 
traditionally have with learning collocation, it is hoped that the importance of teaching 
collocation can be highlighted. This article will propose a corpus-based solution to the problem 
which can be practically employed in EFL classrooms in Japan. Collocation will be learned by 
exercises which utilise ‘keyword in context’ lists (hereafter referred to as KWIC lists), which is a 
type of formatting to easily highlight and display the most frequent verb and adjective 
collocations with given nouns (shown, and referred to as concordance lines). The data will be 
predicted by the students, then extracted and manipulated through a series of group tasks to 
target written and oral production. This solution aims to provide a bridge for Japanese EFL 
classes to move from a deductive to a more inductive style so that the students can take a more 
active approach to their learning as they move up through the levels of English language 
proficiency. In this way, the solution will aim to be a middle ground between traditional teacher-
centred lessons which are heavily favoured in Japan, and a corpus-based Data-Driven Learning 
style which may be expected to be received less favourably by Japanese students. This paper will 
then, with reference to relevant research, look at the various merits of this approach, as well as 
highlighting some of the possible downsides and room for improvement the solution might have 
in the future in terms of modifications that could be made to the activities in terms of how they 
are delivered, and also how the corpora are used by the students as well as the teachers. 
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Problems of Collocation for Japanese EFL Students 
 
Lexical theorists have often discussed the notion of collocation when it comes to its 
importance for ESL students. McCarthy (1990) asserts that collocation is “an important 
organising principle in the vocabulary of any language” (p. 12). Furthermore, it has been argued 
that language production is merely piecing together pre-fabricated sentence fragments 
(Nattinger, 1980, p. 341). Sinclair (1991) in what he called the idiom principle, asserted that 
speakers have large stores of pre-built lexico-grammatical chunks with which they put together 
sentences and it has been argued that the idiom principle is central to the creation of text and 
meaning in speech and writing (O’Keeffe, McCarthy, & Carter, 2007).  
In this way, it has been argued that chunking language together rather than learning 
vocabulary individually can greatly speed up language processing time (Conklin & Schmitt, 
2008), although not all chunks of language are the same.  
Japanese EFL students are no strangers to learning language chunks, memorising set 
phrases from elementary textbooks. The standard reply of a Japanese EFL student to “How are 
you?” is almost uniformly “I’m fine, thanks. How are you?” The rote memorisation of single 
words or set phrases is encouraged in Japanese EFL classrooms as a way to pass university 
entrance exams (Kasuya, 2008).   
 However, the problem for Japanese students is that there are several ways in which 
collocations are different from such fixed expressions which can cause problems. Multiword 
units such as idioms (e.g. raining cats and dogs) and formulaic sequences (e.g. in front of) are 
fixed expressions, whereas collocations are much looser by comparison (Yamashita & Jiang, 
2010). In this way, if one word of a fixed expression is changed, the phrase becomes 
meaningless. For example, if in front of is changed to in front out the meaning is entirely lost. 
However, in a verb-noun collocation such as eat dinner the verb can be changed to have and the 
meaning is retained with have dinner. However, this flexibility comes at a price because of 
course not all verbs collocate with the noun dinner. So, if the verb drink is used with dinner the 
collocation becomes unnatural, even though in the case of a liquid lunch it may be true. 
 This is a problem for Japanese EFL students, learning which verbs or adjectives collocate 
with nouns, and which do not. Such miscollocation can occur because although the semantic 
meaning is correct, the noun is restricted by which lexical items can join it, in other words, “there 
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is a restricted suitability that cannot be accounted for by the violation of productive grammatical 
or semantic rules, but rather by violation of the conventional restricted suitability of the verb” 
(Liu, Wible, & Tsao, 2010, p. 109). 
 This problem is further compounded by the influence of the students’ L1. In some cases 
collocations can be cross-linguistic (Yamashita & Jiang, 2010) with the same collocation being 
present in both languages. For example in English strong wind collocates perfectly in Japanese, 
whereas rain would collocate with the adjective heavy in English, but big in Japanese. Therefore, 
when students make collocations in English, they often suffer from negative L1 influence, 
instead making a collocation that would be appropriate in Japanese but not in English. A study 
by Michiko Kasuya (2008) found that when students do not know the appropriate English 
collocation, they tend to guess by directly translating from Japanese. In her study, one of the 
questions tested the students’ knowledge of the collocation earn money. Only 31% of the 
students answered correctly, whereas 33% chose the direct Japanese translation gain money. 
(Kasuya, 2008).  
 A further problem for Japanese learners is the fact that the importance of learning 
collocations is not stressed in EFL lessons. Teachers often stress memorisation of individual 
words, but do not teach the notion of collocation (Kasuya, 2008). In her research, Koya (2005) 
argued that the lack of importance placed on the learning of collocation in the Japanese school 
system can be seen in the Japanese Ministry of Education’s guidance which outlines simply that 
basic collocations should be chosen. She went on to assert that this was too vague a direction for 
textbook makers and teachers alike, with no guidelines on how many or which type of 
collocations should be selected (Koya, 2005). 
 With the problems outlined above, it is important to mention the students who face this 
problem in relation to my teaching. This paper will focus on university-level students. That is, 
those students who attend either university, vocational colleges, or university-age students who 
attend private language schools. The problem appears to be applicable for all of these students, 
as they have all been through their mandatory English classes from ages seven to eighteen. 
Depending on the institution the classes can be either a mandatory credit requirement, or can be 
taken optionally. In both cases, although the ability and motivation of the students can be 
different, the same problems with collocation remain.  
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 Furthermore, the students I will focus on will be high beginner to lower intermediate 
students, as these students make up the vast majority of my classes. Although in the past it had 
been argued that beginner students can be overwhelmed by the huge amounts of data to contend 
with in corpus-based data-driven learning (hereafter referred to as DDL) activities (Johns, 1986), 
more recently when it came to learning collocations there was no significant difference between 
learners at different proficiency levels (Wang, 2002).  
 Now I will go on to propose a practical solution, with reference to relevant studies in the 
area, which could help to draw students’ attentions to the area of collocation, and also help 
students to take a more active role in their English learning, which will serve them well as they 
move into their post-education lives.  
 
Using Paper-Based Concordance Activities to Raise Awareness and Improve Student 
Production of Collocations 
 
 In the previous section, I looked at the importance of focussing on collocation for 
Japanese EFL students. In this section, I will outline the method I wish to put forward for this; 
namely, the use of paper-based concordance exercises. I will outline example activities that will 
make use of this method, with the aim to improve students’ awareness of the importance of 
collocations in learning English. Also, by using concordancing software the aim is that the 
students can gain more control over their learning, so that eventually when they leave the school 
system, they are able to continue their own learning by using authentic English language 
resources.  
As was illustrated in the previous section, it is important for students to become more 
aware of the importance and nature of collocations in English. With that being said, there are 
many ways that this could be achieved practically, so why choose concordancing software as a 
delivery method?  
Tim Johns (1991) argues that the use of data-driven learning is an important tool in the 
classroom in that it can help the students to learn how to learn. Indirect utilisation of 
concordancing software has been used in the creation of textbooks and syllabuses, but actual 
hands-on use of corpora in the classroom has been argued to have a positive effect on the 
language learning process (Romer, 2010). Of course, using corpora in the classroom can be seen 
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to be beneficial to learner motivation, language awareness raising, and autonomous learning 
(Romer, 2010), but there are some more practical considerations to make before deciding just 
how to utilise corpora in the classroom. 
The following example outlines the production of a series of exercises based on KWIC 
print outs from the Corpus of Contemporary American English, or COCA. Some studies have 
shown that some of the more positive points of inductive learning are compromised when using 
paper-based corpus data (Oghigian & Chujo, 2010). In their study, some of the students 
remarked that the paper-based tasks were monotonous when compared to computer-based ones, 
and the researchers themselves felt that the paper-based exercises were not as interesting 
powerful or motivating (Oghigian & Chujo, 2010).  
However, there are several factors which make paper-based exercises more beneficial 
than computer-based. Firstly, in some teaching locations the technology is not readily available, 
so arguing the various merits of computer-based corpora tasks can in many ways be a moot point 
for some teachers in a practical sense. However, even if the technology is to hand, there is a 
similar constrain in terms of time. Supplying print outs of concordances would save time for the 
students in the class, and they could concentrate on working on the production task; Jeremy 
Whistle’s (1999) study found that students preferred that the concordance data be printed out in 
advance. Similarly, in Oghigian and Chujo (2010) students reported that paper-based materials 
saved a lot of time so they could complete more tasks in class.  
There is a final, and perhaps most important reason for my decision to use paper-based 
activities.  Although letting the students tackle the corpus websites themselves may provide them 
with the full benefits of inductive learning described earlier, there is a great risk of the students 
becoming overwhelmed with the masses of data at their fingertips. It has been shown that many 
students have difficulty processing raw search data from corpora and expecting students to know 
the words surrounding the node, or keyword, in a KWIC could be an unreasonable assumption 
for many students (Vannestral & Lindquist, 2007; Gardner, 2007). Taking this into account, I 
recommend vetting the results of the KWIC concordances to eliminate any results which could 
be too difficult or distracting from the point of the lesson. Similarly, I also recommend 
lengthening or shortening the amount of words displayed either side of the node to help students 
understand the context of the target word within the sentence.  
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Having explained the underlying reasons for selecting the method of pre-vetted, paper-
based KWIC concordances as a basis for the activities in class, the following section will 
describe the example activities themselves, and show how the materials are used in conjunction 
with appropriate teaching methods.  
The purpose of this example class is to teach natural vocabulary, grammar and 
collocation to talk about the weather. The class would begin with a pre-activity where the 
students would be split into groups of four or five. Each team is given one noun, for example 
“rain”, another group could be given the noun “snow,” another “wind,” and so on. The job of the 
students is then to guess which adjectives (or verbs, in the other class) collocate with the noun. 
However, one student from each team should be made “quiz master.” The quiz master is then 
given Appendix A, which is a screenshot taken from COCA of the top five adjectives which 
collocate with the noun “rain” sorted by frequency. The students have to guess (depending on the 
number of students) three of the top five. This part of the activity is to prime the students to start 
running through the collocations that they may have learnt, or are willing to guess. To make the 
game more competitive and to illustrate the frequency of the collocations, the students can be 
given a score based on the frequency score of each collocation. In this part of the activity, it is 
important to write down the students’ correct and incorrect guesses on the board, as comparing 
their guesses with the concordance line print outs later will help to illustrate the common student 
mistakes. This evidence, much in the same way as learner corpora, can be used as a micro-
example to show their errors highlighted against a weight of evidence of natural usage. 
When each group has finished their game, they should discuss within their teams what 
they think about the top five results. After their short discussions, each group should tell the class 
their findings. At this point, each group should be given Appendix B, which is a print out of the 
concordance lines, typed out and modified, from their group’s noun (in the case of Appendix B, 
the noun is “rain”). The students should be given time in their groups to look at the sentences 
containing their target noun. The concordance lines have been modified and made more 
presentable and accessible to prevent swamping the students with too much data. At this stage, 
the students should work together in pairs to produce their own sentences using the collocations 
found in the top five concordances. Once they finish this activity, the students should share their 
sentences among their group members to see how their own examples differed from those of 
their partners’. 
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After those exercises, the students’ main exercise should begin. They should aim to 
produce something using those collocations. In this example class, their production would centre 
on producing a short dialogue using their target collocations and then acting it out. Although for 
repeat classes, different production exercises could be used. These could include making spider-
diagram posters to show the top collocations, or writing short stories. In this way, just as Braun 
suggests, the exercises would move from corpus to discourse (2008). When the groups report 
their collocations back to the class, the students will have amassed around 25 to 30 of the most 
common, authentic collocations, and will have seen how native speakers use those collocations. 
This example lesson plan can be adjusted depending on the students’ levels, for example, using 
more difficult vocabulary to collocate or not adjusting the raw data so much. The focus of the 
corpora can also be changed to reflect the specialisation or interests of the students. For instance, 
the corpus data could be taken from spoken, or various written styles of English, or even 
compared to analyse any differences.  
One of the most important points in terms of this lesson plan is analysing and then 
manipulating the corpus data to produce either written or oral output. Of course it can be argued 
that analysing concordance lines alone can help learners to see language patterning (Johns, 
1991), but it can also be argued that it is important to move students beyond merely analysing 
and include a “communicative aspect in which to apply acquired knowledge, whether it is in a 
spoken or written context” (Oghigian & Chujo, 2010, p. 202).  
Similarly, language production is important not only from the view of encouraging the 
students to manipulate the data, but also to try to lessen any possible apprehension about a 
different approach to teaching styles. It has been observed that some students may not see the 
point of corpus-based lessons, viewing them as a waste of time or simply preferring their more 
traditional style (Boulton, 2009; Vannestal & Lindquist, 2007). For this reason, I felt that by not 
only using paper-based concordances, but also ensuring that students focused a lot of time on 
language production, the students would feel less of a hard paradigm shift from deductive to 
inductive learning. Of course, depending on the students and their level of comfort with 
inductive learning and DDL in general, these tasks and lessons can be modified. If I were to 
implement a course involving DDL and corpus-based activities, I would aim to teach students 
the basic functions of COCA in a workshop-lesson. Then, although I would still use paper-based 
activities due to time constraints, the students could complete some short concordance tasks for 
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homework, the answers to which could form the basis of the next lesson’s pre-activity. In this 
way, the students could start to build a more independent approach to learning.  
It is about that point that I would like students to become more competent and accepting 
of using corpora-based learning tasks. As the students graduate from formal learning at 
university, it may be important for many of them to continue learning English for their careers. 
However, with little access to authentic English in Japan it would be easy for students to make 
careless mistakes which could then fossilise. However, if through tertiary education they learn to 
use corpora as a means to improve their English, and check for how natural their utterances are, 
they can become more independent, life-long learners.  
  
Conclusion 
 
Although the mastering of verb-noun and adjective-noun collocations could be difficult 
for students, it is an important area to try to address. While students often make mistakes due to 
L1 interference, the more important point seems to be that in Japan, not enough time is spent on 
pointing out collocations especially when learning new vocabulary. With this in mind, teachers 
should give more focus to raising students’ awareness of their common mistakes, and illustrating 
how they can make these collocations more accurately. In this regard, the use of corpora is a vital 
tool to be harnessed in the classroom. Corpora give students access to a deep well of authentic 
language use, which can be drawn on to see how these language items are used “in the wild.” 
In choosing paper-based corpora, I had to make some methodological concessions due to 
practical constraints. However, if I were to continue this research, it may be an ideal position to 
gradually introduce more and more DDL exercises with students accessing the corpora software 
directly. As a result, the students could be gently introduced to the idea of inductive style lessons 
with paper-based exercises, but gradually build up their knowledge and comfort with accessing 
and manipulating the data themselves. If I were to conduct further research in this area, I think it 
would be useful to study the effect of teaching verb-noun and adjective-noun collocation when 
teaching new vocabulary to students. The collocation awareness could be raised by having 
students check adjective and verb collocates for new nouns using online corpora. Through testing 
collocation errors of these new vocabulary items, compared to a control class which were not 
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using this method, it would be interesting to see how much of an effect the use of DDL and 
corpus-based activities could have on the improvement of learner collocation.    
There were also other methodological choices that I could have changed in regards to this 
paper. Although I chose COCA as the corpus to use with these exercises, depending on the focus 
of the class, the corpus could be changed. By changing the search parameters, students could see 
the difference in written and spoken collocations, for example. Likewise, using a parallel corpus 
where students can see translation from Japanese to English would also have merit. Moreover, it 
might also have been a useful approach to utilise a learner corpus so that the students could 
identify the most common mistakes that Japanese EFL students tend to make, and compare those 
collocations to other corpora.  
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
 
Please check the adjectives that occur with ‘rain’. 
 
The heavy rain caused the roof to collapse. 
 
Tuesday brought thunder, pouring rain and a dark mood to the city. 
 
Everywhere, there was the smell of light rain and smoke from bonfires. 
 
We were on the road when the mist turned to cold rain and the winds increased. 
 
This cold rain and wet snow fell straight down. 
 
A hard rain blew in and soaked some of my books. 
 
The freezing rain continued. In the morning we returned to… 
 
Torrential rain contributed to the confusion. 
 
On the night of December 11th, 2008, a freezing rain fell over Worcester. 
 
That night, heavy rain fell. 
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